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IN THE WAKE OF THIS SUMMER'S WIDESPREAD power outages, there has been much hand-wringing about the nation's electricity supply. But there's a longer-term, and more encouraging, tale hiding behind this recent anxiety:  Power prices have been falling steadily since the early 1980s. The U.S. Energy Information Administration's recent Annual Electric Report reveals that the average cost of power has fallen to a nationwide average of 6.5 cents per kilowatt-hour on an inflation-adjusted basis. That average cost, which pertains to residential, commercial, industrial, and public-sector users, stood at 10.8 cents in 1983. Several trends are behind this 33% fall. ``Prices were going down before people were talking about deregulation,'' says Robert Schnapp, director of the EIA's Electric Power Div. Improved efficiency in generation and distribution, along with cheap oil and gas in recent years, are the chief causes. Costs vary by location. Idaho, thanks to low-cost hydroelectric generation, had the lowest average U.S. price at 4 cents per kilowatt-hour. Hawaii, which depends solely on shipped-in petroleum to fire its generators, was most expensive, at 12 cents per kilowatt-hour. 
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